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THERE IS NO HEALTH WITHOUT MENTAL HEALTH
2020 has been a year like no other in recent history. COVID-19 has affected every 
aspect of people’s lives and placed colossal strain on physical and mental health, 
health systems, economies, livelihoods and social fabrics around the world.

“The COVID-19 health crisis has exacerbated the psychological distress 
of millions of people already living through conflicts and disasters. Lockdown 

restrictions, a loss of social interaction, and economic pressures are all impacting 
people’s mental health and access to care.”

Robert Mardini, ICRC’s director-general

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement interviewed over 3,500 
people in seven countries, including Lebanon, about the impact that the pan-
demic has had on their mental health. The people we interviewed in Lebanon had 
one message to pass: “Mental health is just as important as physical health.”

ICRC RESPONSE TO COVID-19
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The combined effect of the war and 
pandemic may have a serious impact 
on the way children typically behave, 
or handle their emotions and problems, 
causing distress for years after the guns 
go silent. After years of living with the 
consequences of war, generations of 
children in the Middle East are in need 
of psychosocial support.

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/world-mental-health-day-red-cross-covid-19-mental-health-survey
https://m.facebook.com/ICRCsy/videos/809976723088589/?refsrc=https%3A%2F%2Fm.facebook.com%2FICRCsy%2Fposts%2F2703126569942447&_rdr


We observed that many psychosocial support programmes focused upon women and children, 
leaving men out. Sharing the do’s and don’ts of mental health was the key to raising awareness 
about the issue and helping people seek support. (Link to photo album)

To help people cope with the impact of lockdown and raise awareness about the importance of 
mental health, ICRC delegate in Iraq Hala Yahfoufi shared some useful tips (video in Arabic)

HOW CAN MENTAL HEALTH BE IMPROVED?
Finding it difficult to manage how we think, feel and respond to daily stresses 
could be a sign of poor mental health.

In addition to worrying about one’s health, 
the loss of jobs, businesses and savings had 
a harsh impact on mental health in the past 
nine months, with an increase in symptoms 
related to depression, such as self-harm-
ing thoughts and hopelessness. The stigma-
tization of those with COVID-19 and refusal 
to believe that the pandemic is real, further 
complicated getting help.

“There are many reasons why people might not get the help they need right now, 
including not being able to access or afford services, language issues and a societal 

stigma around admitting they need to talk to somebody,” said Isabel Rivera Marmolejo, 
ICRC’s mental health delegate in Lebanon.

https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?vanity=ICRCarabic&set=a.2715803135125237
https://m.facebook.com/ICRCiq/videos/1141959019494233/?refsrc=https%3A%2F%2Fm.facebook.com%2Fwatch%2F&_rdr


The situation is particularly difficult for some of 
Lebanon’s most vulnerable groups, including the 
1.5 million population of Syrian refugees. For many 
of them, the explosion was a distressing reminder 
of the conflict and instability they had fled, bringing 
flashbacks, nightmares and anxiety.

Our call for participation in the humanitarian 
reporting competition in the occupied Palestin-
ian territories focusing on the impact of COVID-
19 on young people’s mental health, received 
almost 9,000 comments. We received 40 articles 
from male and female journalists from the West 
Bank and the Gaza strip. The three winners, who 
received cash prizes for their outstanding contri-
butions, were announced in early November.

Over 1,000 people, including victims of violence, refugees and health-care pro-
viders received psychological support from the ICRC clinical psychology team in 
Lebanon’s cities of Beirut, Akkar, Zhale and Tripoli. Since the Beirut explosion 
in August, we have offered psychological sessions to 200 people and have been 
operating a hotline for those who wish to access ICRC mental health services and 
physical rehabilitation assistance.

Together with the Society for Recovery Support (SRS), in Iran, the ICRC provided 
phycho-social and curative mental health services to almost 2,300 Afghan ref-
ugees in the city of Mashhad. Together with SRS, we distributed 2,500 posters, 
shared nine videos and 300 messages on closed social media groups to strengthen 
resilience and coping mechanisms of vulnerable refugee communities and the 
SRS staff caring for them. We provided curative mental health services for SRS 
staff and people showing psychopathological symptoms that were aggravated by, 
or resulted from difficulties caused by COVID-19.

https://www.facebook.com/ICRCsy/posts/2712650722323365
https://www.facebook.com/ICRCot/photos/a.634560006604949/3403684186359170/?type=3&theater
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/announcing-winners-icrc-award-humanitarian-reporting-2020-impact-covid-19-mental-health
https://www.icrcnewsroom.org/story/en/1930/lebanon-bruised-by-multiple-blows-people-risk-huge-hidden-scars
https://www.icrcnewsroom.org/story/en/1930/lebanon-bruised-by-multiple-blows-people-risk-huge-hidden-scars


The International Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement pro-
duced information material that 
was distributed through the 
health structures supported by 
the ICRC across Iraq and shared 
via social media. The aim was 
to help health-care providers 
cope with stress, reduce stigma 
against COVID-19 patients and 
educate about both the pan-
demic and related psychological 
issues. More than 3,000 people 
across communities and health 
structures supported by the ICRC 
attended psychosocial support 
sessions.

WHEN HELPERS ARE IN NEED OF HELP?
Health-care workers found themselves under increased stress, dealing with the 
previously unknown pandemic while striving to protect themselves and their 
families the best way they could.

In addition to lacking adequate protection equipment and medical supplies to 
treat COVID-19 patients, they also had to counter people’s lack of knowledge 
about the pandemic and the uncertainty surrounding it. 
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الصحة النفسية والدعم النفسي الاجتماعي خلال تفشي جائحة كورونا 

كيف تتعامل مع التوتر خلال الحظر 
المفروض بسبب جائحة كورونا؟ 

تقبل مشاعرك  1
استثمر وقتك في الروتين اليومي  2

احصل على قسطٍ كافٍ من الراحة

تصفح المواقع الإلكترونية الموثوقة

عليك بتعقيم نفسك

تناول طعامًا صحيًا

ابتعد لبعض الوقت عن الأجهزة الإلكترونية

عليك بالترفيه عن نفسك

احصل على المعلومات الصحيحة  
من خلال زيارة المواقع الإلكترونية الموثوقة  6www.moh.gov.iq :وزارة الصحة العراقية ◄

www.who.int :منظمة الصحة العالمية ◄

إبقَ آمناً وتوخَ الحذر

4
حافظ على علاقاتك 

مع الأصدقاء
وأفراد العائلة 

5
اخلق بيئة إيجابية
لممارسة النشاط 
مع أفراد عائلتك

3
ساعد الآخرين،
إذ سيساعدك ذلك

على الشعور بالتحسن 
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MENTAL HEALTH AND PSYCHOSOCIAL SUPPORT IN A COVID-19 OUTBREAK

HOW TO MANAGE YOUR
STRESS DURING COVID-19?

1 ACCEPT YOUR FEELINGS

2 INVEST IN A DAILY ROUTINE

Get enough rest.

Check only trusted websites.

Look after your personal hygiene.

Eat healthy food.

Allow yourself to disconnect.

Entertain yourself.

 GET THE FACTS RIGHT:
 CHECK TRUSTED WEBSITES FOR INFORMATION6 ► IRAQ MINISTRY OF HEALTH: www.moh.gov.iq

► WORLD  HEALTH ORGANIZATION (WHO): www.who.int

4
MAINTAIN YOUR 
RELATIONSHIPS

WITH YOUR FRIENDS 
AND FAMILY.

5
CREATE POSITIVE 
DYNAMIC WITH 
YOUR FAMILY 

MEMBERS.

3
HELP OTHERS,

IT WILL 
MAKE YOU 

FEEL BETTER.
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After eight sessions of counselling through mental health and 
psychosocial group support, ten nurses, doctors and laboratory 
technicians treating COVID-19 patients at al-Hakim General 
Hospital in Najaf, Iraq, saw an average improvement of 85% in 
their psychosocial wellbeing, functionality, stress and coping 
mechanisms, as demonstrated by comparing pre- and post-
tests. In implementing “Help the Helpers” programme, the 
ICRC coordinated with the Iraq’s health authorities, who will 
continue the programme. 

In Lebanon, over 900 health staff and vol-
unteers caring for COVID-19 patients were 
supported through individual and group coun-
selling, while 5,000 more people received 
advice on improving their resilience via the 
social media.

In Gaza, upon the request of the Ministry of Health (MOH), the ICRC trained 
MoH staff in providing psychosocial counselling and added 12 hotlines to those 
already operated by the ministry. This led to provision of basic psychosocial 
support to almost 15,000 people in less than four months. We also printed 
3,500 leaflets and 80 posters with advice on how to deal with COVID-19 related 
stressors. 

https://m.facebook.com/ICRCiq/posts/3018372531551547


WHEELCHAIR BASKETBALL TOURNAMENT IN 
DAMASCUS
Eight teams from eight governorates of Syria, all 
beneficiaries of the ICRC’s physical rehabilitation 
support, participated in a five-day Wheelchair 
basketball tournament in Damascus. We organized 
the tournament to support and encourage the 
participants, many of whom lost limbs due to the war.

SYRIA: Nearly 41,400 people in 10 
governorates received information on risks 
related to mines and other explosive remnants 
of war. The sessions were delivered by the 
Syrian Arab Red Crescent teams that were 
trained and supported by the ICRC.

HUMANITARIAN WORK GOES ON…

MORE THAN 1,000 FORMER DETAINEES RETURNED HOME TO YEMEN OR SAUDI 
ARABIA
On 15 and 16 October 2020, as many as 1,056 former detainees returned home to 
Yemen and Saudi Arabia under the framework of the Stockholm Agreement and 
thanks to the logistical arrangement put in place by the ICRC. It was the largest 
such operation facilitated by the ICRC during a conflict in 70 years.

After months of meetings between the 
parties to the conflict and changing 
logistical arrangements, the ICRC 
transported the former detainees back 
to their countries, provided clothes and 
food and facilitated the reunification of 
many of them with their families. During 
the transfer, COVID-19 preventive 
measures were put in place and the 
detainees were explained how to protect 
themselves from contracting COVID-19.

https://m.facebook.com/ICRCsy/videos/210738090572480/?refsrc=https%3A%2F%2Fm.facebook.com%2Fwatch%2F&_rdr
https://m.facebook.com/ICRCsy/videos/210738090572480/?refsrc=https%3A%2F%2Fm.facebook.com%2Fwatch%2F&_rdr
https://www.facebook.com/ICRCsy/posts/2726110930977344
https://www.facebook.com/ICRCsy/posts/2726110930977344
https://twitter.com/FCarboniICRC/status/1326948991607730177
https://twitter.com/FCarboniICRC/status/1326948991607730177


MANY FAMILIES STILL DON’T KNOW THE FATE AND WHEREABOUTS OF THEIR 
LOVED ONES…
KUWAITI authorities receive human remains from 1990–1991 Gulf War
Under the auspices of the ICRC and with the support 
of the United Nations Assistance Mission for Iraq 
(UNAMI), the State of Kuwait received the mortal 
remains that were found earlier this year at a burial 
site in Samawa district, Iraq. The remains are 
believed to be those of Kuwaiti citizens and prisoners 
of war gone missing during the 1990–1991 Gulf War. 
Once the anthropological analyses of the remains 
are completed, they will reveal the number of people 
they belong to and provide information about their identity. 

LEBANON: Empty chairs, waiting families
Two years after the Lebanese parliament approved Law 105 on the Missing and 
Forcibly Disappeared Persons, the ICRC – in collaboration with ACT for the 
Disappeared – launched a website, “Empty chairs, waiting families”. Around 
225 empty chairs painted by families of the people who went missing during 
Lebanon’s armed conflicts since 1975 symbolize the empty spaces that the 
missing have left behind.

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES: Adapting to the 
social distancing restrictions imposed due to 
the pandemic, we have continued to promote 
rules of international humanitarian law and 
humanitarian principles through online 
events. 

Some 40 diplomats from the region attended 
virtually the 8th Regional IHL Course for Arab 
Diplomats, organized in cooperation with the 
United Arab Emirates IHL Commission and the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International 
Cooperation. 

https://twitter.com/ICRC_kw/status/1306146122042351616 
https://twitter.com/ICRC_kw/status/1306146122042351616 
http://emptychairswaitingfamilies.com/
https://twitter.com/ICRC_kw/status/1315961898316312
https://twitter.com/ICRC_kw/status/1315961898316312


THE DIFFERENT FACES OF HOPE
In a world that can feel increasingly divided, every individual action of solidarity, 
of lending a hand and supporting the other, counts – no matter how big or small 
it may seem. As the world’s largest humanitarian network, we know that collec-
tive local action can have a massive global impact.

Volunteers of the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement have very 
closely experienced that disasters do not stop for the pandemic. Through 2020, 
they continued to tirelessly support vulnerable communities during complex cri-
ses with immense compassion and courage, all the while contending with the 
impacts of the virus on their own lives and families. 

Deeply proud of the millions of Red 
Cross and Red Crescent volunteers 
around the world who are saving lives 
and striving for our shared humanity, 
we have called upon all authorities 
concerned to ensure their protection.

We also wish to acknowledge the many 
health professionals across the region 
who have selflessly cared for the COVID-
19 patients. Their work in areas ravaged by 
conflict has become more hazardous with 
the arrival of COVID-19, but for millions 
of people in the Middle East, this work is 
more important than ever before.

Nurses and a midwife from Yemen, Leba-
non, Syria and Iraq, working in hospitals, 
clinics or in the field, experience the daily 
motions of life: joy, pain and love. Each 
tells a story that has impacted them pro-
foundly in their line of duty.
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 س"سورية ليست كأي بلد آخر. أبسط
 أساليب الوقاية كالكمامة والصابون
 والمطهـــرات سلع صعبــة المنال.
 نظامهـــا الصحي مدمــــر وينزف
 كوادره الطبيــة. سرعة انتشــــــار
 الفيــــروس أكبــر من قدرة القطاع
 الصحــي أو أي منظمة على تلبيـــة
 الاحتياجـات. لذا وبالرغم من قلقي
 من نقــــل العدوى إلى والدتــي إلا
 أنني أخــــرج كل يوم للعمل علني
 أحدث فرقًا. وأملــــي أن نتمكن من
 تحويل مدينــــة رياضية إلى مركز
 علاجـــي لمرضى الكورونــا ممن
لا يحتاجون دخول المستشفـى."س

د. أيوب أيـــوب
 مسؤول شؤون الصحــة، دمشق

https://twitter.com/delgado_ortiz/status/1334439165606367233?s=20
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/theyearofthenurseandmidwife-pandemic-reminds-us-why-health-care-professionals-are-so-valuable


RESPONDING AS PARTNERS
The pandemic has exacerbated existing hardships, made us question our priori-
ties and recognize our vulnerabilities. As part of the International Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement, working in partnership to counter the pandemic is more 
important than ever.

The Red Cross COVID-19 Care Centre in Aden, Yemen, 
offers free medical support to patients with mild and 
moderate symptoms, while referring critical cases 
to Al Jomhoura ICRC-supported ICU section, when 
required. Since its opening in September, 300 people 
have been examined and 91 admitted to the centre, 
which the ICRC operates together with the Danish, 
Swedish and Finnish Red Cross.

The Movement has formulated concrete, practical and relevant recommendations 
for authorities and relevant stakeholders regarding COVID-19. in the document 
titled “COVID-19 and Emergency Response in the Middle East and North Africa: 
Policy Recommendations from the RCRC Movement”.

In the third online brief-
ing to the Red Cross Red 
Crescent Movement part-
ners and donors, the 
senior representatives  
summed up the Move-
ment’s response to the 
pandemic in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

https://twitter.com/delgado_ortiz/status/1329336686535454721?s=20
https://twitter.com/delgado_ortiz/status/1329336686535454721?s=20


The ICRC helps people around the world affected by armed conflict and other violence, doing 
everything it can to protect their lives and dignity and to relieve their suffering, often with its  
Red Cross and Red Crescent partners. The organization also seeks to prevent hardship by promoting 
and strengthening humanitarian law and championing universal humanitarian principles.

 facebook.com/icrc

 twitter.com/icrc

 instagram.com/icrc

International Committee of the Red Cross
19, avenue de la Paix
1202 Geneva, Switzerland
T +41 22 734 60 01
shop.icrc.org
© ICRC, December 2020

https://www.facebook.com/ICRC/
https://twitter.com/icrc
https://www.instagram.com/icrc/
https://shop.icrc.org/

